Occupational risk for primary cytomegalovirus infection among pediatric health-care workers.
The risk of acquiring cytomegalovirus (CMV) from infected infants concerns pediatric health-care workers, particularly those who may be pregnant. We determined the prevalence of CMV antibody, and thus of past infection, in groups of medical students and house staff, nurses, and physicians, and in groups of pregnant and nonpregnant young women in the community. Although age, sex, and race influenced the results, occupation did not. We then estimated the exposure of the health-care workers by determining the prevalence of CMV infection in three groups of asymptomatic infants for whom they provided care; CMV was shed in urine or saliva of 1.6 per cent of newborns, 13 per cent of premature infants hospitalized for over a month, and 5 per cent of older infants seen in outpatient settings. When we determined the incidence of primary infection in the adult groups by retesting the seronegative members about two years later, we found that the annual attack rates in the medical students (0.6 per cent), house staff (2.7 per cent), and nurses (3.3 per cent) were not higher than in young women in the community (2.5 per cent during pregnancy and 5.5 per cent between pregnancies). We conclude that although pediatric health-care workers frequently and unknowingly care for infants shedding CMV, this occupational contact confers no greater risk than that faced by young women in the community at large.